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Racial, sex, and family background differences of ninth- and twelfth-grade 
students in feelings of individual control over environment were analyzed from the 
data of the Coleman Report. For the ninth-grade group of black students the 
situational components of social class level of classmates, racial composition of the 
classroom, and close friendships were studied. Family background differences and 
alternative situational factors were statistically controlled to determine their 
relationship with feelings of destiny control. Each situational component was 
significantly related to students’ feelings of powerlessness, but only classroom racial 
composition remained significant when the other factors were controlled as well. F or 
the twelfth-grade sample of white and black students the results were interpreted to 
show that racial and sex differences in feelings of destiny control were explained 
more by measures of social inferiority than by indicators of class or family structure. 
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ABSTRACT 



The sources for differences which appear between Negro and white 
students and among groups of Negro students in feelings of efficacy or 
control of environment are investigated. The data employed for these 
investigations are taken from the survey Equality of Educational 
Opportunity conducted in the fall of 1965 (the "Coleman Report"). 
Separate analyses are reported which were performed on a representat- 
ive national sample of Negro and white twelfth grade students, and 
on a sample of ninth grade Negro students in racially segregated and 
desegregated classes in the Metropolitan Northeast. Data in both 
studies are analyzed by means of cross-tabulation techniques, with 
significance tests on Coleman's weighted effect parameters being com- 
puted for the interpretations. 

In the analysis of ninth grade Negro students, three different 
components of the classroom situation are examined for effects on 
differences in individual feelings of mastery over one's environment. 
These situational components are: the social class level of the fellow 

students in the classroom; the racial composition of the classroom; and 
the students' close friends. Each situational factor is examined for 
relationships with feelings of efficacy after family background differ- 
ences of individual students are statistically controlled, as well 
as under conditions where the effects of the other alternative situat- 
ional factors are held constant. Each of the three situational com- 
ponents was significantly related to student's feelings of efficacy 
after family background was taken into account, but only the classroom 



racial composition remained significant when the other situational 
factors were controlled as well. 

These results are discussed in terms of theories concerning the 
effects of status distinctions which communicate a social stigma of 
inferiority. The analyses of the twelfth grade sample pursues this 
explanation by examining differences in feelings of efficacy between 
males and females, and between whites and nonwhites. The relation- 
ships with efficacy of different measures of family structure (intact 
family, parents education and interest) are compared to the relation- 
ships of measures of inferiority (grade average, peer group status and 
teacher expectations) . The results were interpreted to show that racial 
and sex differences in efficacy were explained more by measures of 
social inferiority than by indicators of class or family structure. 
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v INFERIORITY, EFFICACY, AND RACE 

One of the most impressive findings uncovered by the famed 
(and defamed) Coleman et al^. (1966) survey was the strong associa- 
tion between feelings of hopelessness and academic achievement. For 
Negro secondary students, these feelings of hopelessness accounted 
for more of the variation in achievement than all characteristics of 
schools or any of the differences in family background measured by 
the survey. This attitude also had a higher association with achieve- 
ment than did the measures of self-confidence used in the survey, but 
only for Negro students, not for white. In fact, the relationship 
between attitudes about opportunities for success and achievement was 
three times stronger for Negro students than whites. 

• Other studies besides Coleman's have also suggested the import- 

t 

ance of feelings of powerlessness and their effect on motivation to 

* 

learn. Crandall and his co-workers (1962) found that among grade 
school boys, those who felt they controlled their reinforcements 
received the highest scores on intellectual tests and engaged in more 
intellectual free-play behavior. Seeman has shown the relationship 
between learning and feelings of futility in non-school settings. In 
a hospital study (1962), he found that those tuberculosis patients who 
had learned the least about their disease were those who felt most hope- 
less and alienated from their environment. In a reformatory setting 
he found that the inmates who had learned very little information about 
parole and behavior which might shorten their confinement were those 
who had the greatest feelings of powerlessness (Seeman, 1963). 
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Considering the range and variety of findings relating the sense 
of control of learning and academic achievement, a natural question 
would be: what are the sources of these differences in beliefs in 

efficacy? Coleman et_ al_. (1966) addressed this question only briefly. 
In a regression of control belief attitude scores, eight background 
factors accounted for less than ten percent of the variance in control 
beliefs. ^ Those factors included social class and family structure. 

On the other hand, it is clear that ascribed characteristics 
lead to consistent differences in feelings of control. Racial minor- 
ities in the United States (Coleman, 1966), linguistic minorities 
in Canada (Breton and MacDonald, 1967) and males in both countries 
are less likely than their counterparts to score high on scales of 
efficacy. Hence, while feelings of control are especially important 
for black students, these black students are the very ones least likely 
to have those feelings of control. 

This paper is a report on further analysis of the Coleman data, 
with special emphasis upon the reasons for differences between racial 
groups with beliefs in opportunity. Two different analyses are re- 
ported which approach the question from separate directions. One 
analysis focused on ninth grade black students alone, looking at com- 
ponents of school situations for possible explanation. The other 
investigation uses a national sample of twelfth graders for more 
detailed scrutiny of the racial differences in attitude. In spite 
of these differences in the initial approaches to the problem, the 
results of the two studies converge so as to suggest a theoretical 
explanation of the sources of control beliefs. 
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Methodology 

The data from the school surveys for the Coleman study were based j 

3 

A 

on a stratified probability sample of the public schools in the United j 

States. Stratification was required in order to obtain sufficient j 

numbers of nonwhite students to compare with white students from the j 

same region. All students within a selected school were surveyed at j 

several grade levels (1,3,6,9,12). 

i 

Several questionnaire items from the survey were used to measure j 

i 

a student's feeling that he could control his own fate. These items j 

: 

jj 

were intended to distinguish students who took a defeatist attitude j 

j 

about their ability to achieve success through their own efforts from j 

i 

those with a strong feeling of personal control over their own destinies. j 

Among the items used to guage these feelings of control were these: 

Agree or disagree ... 

1. Good luck is more important than hard work for success. 

2. Every time I try to get ahead, something or somebody stops me. 

3. People like me don't have much chance to be successful in life. 

The study of Negro students reported here used the first of these 
items, and in the twelfth grade analysis sense of control was a sum- 
mated scale of responses to these three items. As data in Table 2 (the 
twelfth grade sample) show, there were large differences between the 
responses of white and black students on these items. These differ- 
ences indicate that black students much more frequently believed it 
was futile to strive to get ahead. Rather, success for blacks is 
perceived to be distributed to them in a capricious way from a fickle 

environment . j 
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The variety of independent variables discussed in these two 
studies are from other close-ended, self-reported questionnaire items. 
Most measures are based simply on the responses to a single item. In 
many cases, such as social class, family structure, or parental expecta- 
tion variables, it was possible to use multiple indicators to check the 
reliability of the findings. 

Data in both studies were analyzed by means of cross-tabulation 
techniques. Coleman’s a (or effect parameter) and its corresponding 
significance test were computed for statistical analysis. (Coleman, 
1964). Effect parameters show the average of percentage differences 
between successive categories of an independent variable for fixed 
values of the combinations of all the other variables being held con- 
stant. A weighting procedure used to combine values based on differ- 
ent sample sizes is described in Boyle (1967). 

The Ninth Grade Study 

The first analysis of sources of efficacy is part of a larger 
study of the effects of desegregated schooling. (McPartland, 1968). 

The sample consisted of all ninth grade Negro students in the Metro- 
politan Northeast who responded to the Coleman questionnaire. The 
major question guiding the analysis was: how do school social charac- 

teristics contribute to the development of control beliefs. 

Table 1 shows the effects of five different variables on the sense 
of control of environment. Three of these five variables measure situa- 
tional characteristics of the classrooms which the students attend. The 
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first variable is a measure of the social-class composition of each 
student's classroom, which is the average educational level of the 
parents of his fellow students. The second variable is the racial 
composition of each student's class measured by the student's report 
of the proportion of his classmates who are white. The third variable 
is a measure of the racial integration of each student's friendship 
groups, from each individual's indication of whether any of his close 
friends are white. 

The fourth variable is a six-category indicator of the family 
background of each student. This measure combines the values on an 
index of the material possessions of the family and the average 
educational level attained by the student's parents. Finally, there 
is a fifth variable to distinguish the boys and the girls. These last 
two variables are used in the analysis for control purposes. The in- 
tention is to discover the effects of the three classroom situational 
variables on the sense of fate control when the influence of the 
student's own background is held constants The dependent variable in 
these analyses, the sense of control of environment, is measured by 
the proportion of students who disagree with the statement "Good luck 
is more important than hard work for success." 

The first value in Table 1 shows that there is no significant 
difference between boys and girls in the sample on the control of 
environment measure. However, the student's own family background 
is strongly related to this attitude. The value .150 of the parameter 
for effects due to family background is statistically significant 
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beyond the .01 level, which means that family background must be 
first held constant before the independent effect of other variables 
can be detected. Also, it is clear that social status may be a 
major source of efficacy within this sample. Each of the three class- 
room situation measures has a significant effect on the student's 
attitude about their environment when the individual family background 
differences are held constant. Line 3 of the Table shows that class- 
room social context has an impact of .032 on feelings. of control. A 
somewhat larger parameter is shown on Line 5 for the effect of having 
white friends. Here the value is .052. The largest effect under the 
same control conditions is due to the racial composition of the class- 
room, which has a value of .098. (All values are significant for at 
least the .05 level.) 

The relative sizes of the three effect parameters suggest the 
situational factors which are most important for changing Negro students' 
feeling of fatalism to a sense of opportunity. These values indicate 
that the racial desegregation of the classroom has the most impact, 
with being accepted into interracial friendship groups and attending 
class with fellow students from higher social class backgrounds having 
less influence. But the special importance of classroom racial composi- 
tion per se becomes more clear when the three classroom factors are 
made to compete with one another in the analysis. 



The other values in Table 1 show the effects of each of the 
situational factors when both the students' family background and one 
additional situational factor are held constant. Looking first at the 
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social class composition of the classroom (lines 3 and 4), the 
effect parameter which is significant when only family background is 
held constant, reduces by half to a non-significant value when the 
classroom racial composition is imposed as an additional control 
variable. The situation is the same for the measures of effect due 
to the race of close friends (lines 5 and 6). The addition of the 
classroom racial composition measure as a control variable reduces 
by half the effect parameter, which was significant when only family 
background was held constant. In short, the effects of both the class- 
room social context and the race of close friends disappear to non- 
significance when the classroom racial composition is taken into 
account. This finding suggests that their initial effects appeared 
only because both factors were related to the degree of classroom 
racial desegregation, which is the situational component with impact. 

This argument is made more secure when the effects of class- 
room desegregation are examined with each of the other two situational 
variables held constant (lines 7, 8 and 9). The value .098 for the 
effect of classroom desegregation when family background is held con- 
stant, does not change in significance when either classroom social 
context or having white friends is imposed as an additional control 
variable. The value .091 of the effect of classroom racial composi- 
tion given family background and classroom social context, and the 
value .093 showing the effect after family background and white friends 
are taken into account, are both significant at the .01 level. 






Taken together, these values give strong support to the argu- 
ment that the racial composition of the classroom has a strong impact 
on Negro students' sense of opportunity. Only this factor (along 
with family background) 2 was found to have a large effect on Negro 
students' feelings of fate control - the racial composition of class- 
mates £er se, independent of either the classroom social context or 
the race of ^iends. Neither the social class context nor the race 
of informal friendship groups had a similar independent effect. 



The Twelfth-Grade Study 



In order to answer the question, why are nonwhites and males less 



sure of their control over their own destinies, a national probability 
sample of twelfth graders (N = 13,606) was drawn from the Coleman 
data. 2 Table 2 presents race and sex differences in control beliefs 
for this sample. Almost a third of nonwhite males score low on 
efficacy, in contrast to only eleven percent of white females. Race 
accounts for twice as much variance as sex. Two alternative explana- 
tions were developed to guide further analysis of the sources of 
these differences. 



One theory was that the race-sex differential reflects under- 
lying structural variations. Three relevant hypotheses were testable 
within the limits of the data available: First, that differences by 

race are caused by class differences. Second, that differences by 
race are caused by less stable family structure among nonwhites. Third 
that differences by sex are caused by variations in parental press 
toward school performance and further education. Table 3 demonstrates 
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that there are significant race and sex differences along the three 
sets of variables: class, family structure, and parental press. 

An alternative explanation was suggested from the symbolic inter - 
actionist position. According to this hypothesis, race and sex 
influence one's feelings of efficacy because of the way they affect 
one's social interactions with persons outside one's own peer group. 
More specifically, a nonwhite interacting with whites perceives that 
whites often expect him to act as though he were inferior. This per- 
ception of one's own status as inferior leads to an attitude of fatal- 
ism. And, according to the hypothesis, the same is true of adolescent 
boys (but not as true of adolescent girls) in their interactions with 
adults. Several measures of inferior status were available from the 
survey: grade average, report of teachers' encouragement with future 

plans, perceived status of one's peer group within the school's in- 
formal social organization. As the remaining data in Table 3 show, 

this set of variables does not exhibit any consistent pattern by race 
and sex. 

To summarize the problem in methodological terms, if structural 
variations are sources of control beliefs, then controlling for these 
structural variations should diminish or remove the effects of race or 
sex membership. If the interactionist explanation is valid, then 

variables measuring inferiority should similarly diminish the effects 
of race or sex. 

For the next stage in the analysis, each of the independent 
variables was run in turn, along with race and sex, to test its effect 
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on control beliefs. For simplicity, the effect parameters (Cole- 
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man's weighted a, standardized to dichotomy) for each of the three- 

4 



variable runs are presented in Table 4. 



The conclusions are as follows 



First, social class measures fail to explain the difference in 
control beliefs by race. Furthermore, father's education is not even 



related to variations in attitude. Mother's education does have a 



minor effect, such that the higher the mother's education, the greater 



the sense of control. Certainly, social class differences cannot be 






considered a major source of variation in efficacy. 



Second, differences between racial groups are not diminished when 



family differences are accounted for. Presence of the original father 



is not related to control beliefs, although presence of the original 



mother is. 



Third, the parental press variables do not account for variation by 



sex or race. However, for all four measures of parental press, low 



parental expectations are directly related to a low sense of control 

5 



over environment. 



Fourth, controlling for one measure of inferiority, grade average, 



slightly reduces the effects of both race and sex. Substantial race 



differences remain, though. Also, teacher encouragement and perceived 



peer group status remain directly related to control beliefs. 



Fifth, the ninth grade results which showed that attendance at 



schools where the majority of students are nonwhite is related to a 



low sense of efficacy for blacks, raised the question whether this 
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is true also for white students. (Recall that the ninth-grade 
sample was all black.) Furthermore, as with grade average, con- 
trolling for the racial composition of the classroom slightly re- 
duces the differences in control beliefs by race. 

Thus the evidence overall more strongly and consistently 
supported the interactionist approach. The various measures of 
inferiority added to the explanation. The racial differences were 
not explained by class or family structure or by inferiority measures. 
One further step in the analysis seemed necessary. 

The analysis to this point had verified Coleman's failure to 
identify class and family variables as powerful predictors of 
efficacy. It seemed curious, then, that parental expectations, which 
are highly correlated with class and family structure, would have a 
direct effect on the development of control beliefs. Or, in other 
words, are the inferiority variables sufficiently powerful to elimi- 
nate the effects of family variables altogether? To what extent do 
the most direct sources of efficacy originate in a child's inter- 
actions outside the family? 

The first equations in Chart 1 show that the effects of parental 
press are totally removed once a student's position on the inferior- 
ity measures is controlled. (The effect parameters reduce from .09 
to .01.) One family variable, the presence of the original mother in 
the family, does retain its predictive power, yet the relevance of 
this variable is unclear. Does the mother herself provide a basis for 
development of efficacy, and if so, how? Or, does the fact of not 
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having one's original mother represent some stigma, a sign of 
inferiority in settings outside one's own family? 

The final equation shows that the full set of inferiority 
measures — race, grade average, teacher encouragement, perceived 
peer status, classroom racial context -- all retain independent 
effects when taken in combination. Most noteworthy is that the 
race difference remains to be the best predictor of control beliefs. 

Discussion 

Let us now examine the results of each study taken together in 
an attempt to piece together some general model concerning the sources 
of control beliefs. It will become clear that these two studies, 
while uncovering a range of relationships, are merely exploratory. In 
addition to raising theoretical issues, the findings also provoke 
questions for applied sociology. 

First to be considered is a major discrepancy in the findings, 
namely, the importance of social class or family background. While 
this variable forms a major predictor of ninth-grader s sense of 
efficacy, it is relatively unimportant, compared to other variables, 
for prediction of twelfth-graders' sense of efficacy. lhe most 
intriguing interpretation for further investigation is a developmental 
one. Two hypotheses are suggested: first, that social class and 

family background set a basic level of efficacy. Secondly, that 
influences outside the family become more relevant as the child matures. 

Turning now to the inferiority measures, questions concerning best 
interpretation of the data arise. In the ninth-grade study, segregated classes 
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interpreted to be stigma “producing. Accordingly this variable, 
along with sex, race, grade average, peer status, and teacher encourage- 
ment, were viewed as signs of inferiority for twelfth-graders. The 
real meaning of these variables is less certain in retrospect. 

Consider the effect on control beliefs of attending a segregated 
school. Does this mean that the student is located within a sub- 
structure of limited opportunities for mobility? Or does it mean rather 
that the student perceives himself to be unworthy of a better life? 

In other words, both objective and subjective inferiority underlie this 
measure . 



Similarly, the other inferiority measures can be translated into 
both objective and subjective dimensions. Possibly there occurs some 
type of feedback process whereby objective inferior status and limited 
opportunities induce a self-definition of impotence. 

Some theorists may not find the issue of objective versus sub- 
jective inferiority critical, being satisfied simply that inferior 
status in some way contributes to low sense of control. From the per- 
spective of applied sociology, however, the issue remains relevant. 

Can one increase efficacy by means of cognitive manipulations alone, 
or, must one establish general structural changes in society? This is 
of course a basic question plaguing poverty workers today. The Supreme 
Court decision of 1954 is based upon the latter premise, that segrega- 
tion stigmatizes the Negro schools with possible deleterious conse- 
quences for the personality development of students. 
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What promise have the findings here for the elimination of 
fatalism, particularly among black students, for whom its consequences 
are especially negative? Clearly some signs of ranking, among peers 
or with regard to teachers, will always be present. The question for 
change agents becomes, how can one train teachers to be less particu- 
laristic toward students or break down the inform status distinctions 
among high school peer groups? If someone objectively has a low grade 
average, how can he be made to feel efficacious in spite of the actual 
limits upon his opportunity to succeed? (Indeed, should there be a 
wholesale attempt to develop sense of control for students with genuine 
limitations ?) 

Perhaps more relevant for the change agent are the sources of 
efficacy these studies have failed to expose. Notable here is the fact 
that the race differences were not explained by the variety of independ- 
ent variables included in the twelfth grade study. Race remained to 
be the most powerful predictor of control beliefs, regardless of class, 
family background, and many school experiences. The implication is 
that structural differences at the broader societal level may be res- 
ponsible. The multitude of discriminatory patterns yet existing in 
the community economic, social, political, and leisure life may com- 
pose the residual effects of race on efficacy. 

Given the role efficacy plays in learning and aspirations, the 
questions raised during this discussion cannot be dismissed as trivial. 
When individuals feel helpless, they respond to the environment apathet- 
ically or capriciously. In a society based upon individual achievement 
values, the results are potentially disastrous to the society as well as 
the individual. 
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FOOTNOTES 



^These factors are presence of father in the home, number of sib- 
lings, length of residence in an urban area, parents' education 
level, economic level of home, reading material in the home, par- 
ental interest in child's schooling, and parental desire for child's 
further education. 

2 

For example, family background without any controls had an 
effect parameter value of .150 ; when white friends was controlled, 
the value was . 148 . With both classroom social context and pro- 
portion white classmates controlled, the family background parameter 
was . 125 . 

3 

Jimmer Leonard drew up the sample so as to correct for the weighting 
procedures of the original sample. 

4 

The tables were also examined internally for signs of non-additivity. 
In fact, the findings presented here fit an additive model remarkably 
well . 

5 

Data are shown only for the parental expectations of the student's 
performance. The two additional items, concerning parental press to- 
ward college, produce virtually identical results. 
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